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Augustine and his world
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Augustine

1. Augustine the Seeker

· While the east was mystical and philosophical, imbibing the full spirit of Hellensim, the west was more rational, moralistic and even somewhat Judaic, less inclined to the sophistication of eastern Theolgy. 
· Augustine, however, the only ancient father to warrant the modern personality-type of ‘genius’, transformed western theology with his profoundly insightful theology of Grace. 
· In order to understand his insistence on the primacy of God’s grace, his own life needs some recounting.
· Augustine was born in Thagaste in Numidia to a pagan Father (Patricius) and an overbearing mother of catholic faith (Monica). 

· Augustine was shaped both by his mother’s abiding Christian piety and faith, as well as his father’s own pagan celebration of the latin classics such as Virgil and Cicero. 

· Though a member of the town council, Patricius was not able to send Augustine for further education in Carthage, and so a wealthy relative paid for him to do so, where Augustine chose to study philosophy instead of law. 

· Becoming an orator, he rose through the teaching ranks to become a popular teacher, though he lamented the often pendantic quality of his students.

· During his Carthage years he took a concubine, who eventually bore him a son, Adeodotus, whom he loved dearly.  

· He stayed with his concubine for 16 years, though he always hoped in riches, fame, and marriage to an aristocrat.  

· Nevertheless, he was faithful to her, whom he never names, until they were forced apart by his mother in her attempt to arrange a respectable marriage for him. 

· While in Carthage, Augustine found intellectual refuge among the Manichees. 

· Originally an eastern sect propagated in the west in the 3rd century by its founder Mani, Manicheism taught a dualistic view of the world that combined Persian with Gnostic beliefs about the soul and matter. 

· Manicheism rejected the OT as well as Judaism and adopted many Christian features, so much so that it was viewed as the intellectual version of Christianity in the west. 

· Eventually, Augustine’s fertile mind sought for deeper assurances than Manicheism could offer.  

· A meeting with the Manichee bishop Faustus left him with many unanswered questions and drove him into the arms of philosophical scepticism, who essential submitted the idea that certain knowledge was impossible.

· Tricking his mother, Augustine left her at the docks and managed to escape to Rome and then Milan, the imperial residence, where he was appointed professor of rhetoric by the city prefect, the pagan Symmachus.

· Eventually, his mother caught up with him there, and after a reconciliation forced him to abandon his concubine for a respectable marriage.  

· He records this as a heart rending experience, claiming ‘my heart bled’. 

· She returned to Africa where she remained faithful to him unit the end.

· In Milan, Augustine’s intellectual doubts were challenged by the preaching of Ambrose, in whom he had finally met an intellectual superior.  

· He hesitated to see him at first, and was guided by Simplicianus to Marius Victorinus, a philosopher who converted to Christianity and who led Augustine into the study of the neo-platonic philosophers Plotinus and Porphyry.   

· These thinkers, who were in an intellectual sense moving ever closer to Christianity, gave him an intellectual framework for understanding the existence of God and Christ philosophically. 

· In the summer of 386, he and a pupil were talking with a visitor about the life of St. Anthony by Athanasius, and how he had left worldly goods and desires for the ascetic life in the desert.   

· Augustine was impressed with the difference between Anthony and himself, adding to the internal turmoil he had been experiencing since coming to Milan (abandonment of Scepticism and Manicheism, loss of concubine, reunion with mother, intellectual stimulation of Ambrose, and the insights of the neo-platonists)

· That evening, while struggle with whether to go for his dreams of marriage, fame and riches or to be honest with his sense of the divine calling him to himself, Augustine ran out into the garden for some respite, where he heard a child singing ‘toke, lege, toke, lege’ over and over again (take and read). 

· In a manner similar to Anthony he decided to follow the guidance of what passage his finger chanced to point to, which was Romans 13:13:

· “Not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts.” 

· Augustine’s resistance had been bested. God had hemmed him in and surrounded him.  

· Augustine kept his teaching through the term, then spent 6 months with his friends at a villa on the south shore of Lake Como discussing their new-found faith, before being baptized by Ambrose in 387.

2. Augustine the Theologian

· In 388, due to the battles between Maxentius and Valentinus II, Milan was unsafe, so Augustine decided to move his Christian philosophical commune back the Africa.   

· While in Ostia awaiting passage to Carthage, his mother Monica died. 

· Augustine’s philosophical community was ascetic in character, but not like the monks or monasteries of the east.  

· It was more like a commune where the ascetic element reflected his conversion and rejection of worldly pleasures.

· While in Thagaste, Augustine turned his mind to refuting the Manichean beliefs he had once espoused, trying to reconvert those he had initially converted. 

· Yet is rebuttals of Manicheism were not churchly apologetics, they were personal and for his philosophical community. 

· His confessions, written 10 years later, reflect this attempt to reject Manichean dualism. 

· In 391 while in Hippo, Augustine was forcibly made a presbyter for the aging Greek bishop Valerius (much like his mentor Ambrose!). 

· After five years of teaching, preaching and founding a monastery there, he was ordained bishop of Hippo, second city of Numidia, in 396. 

· He wept at his ordination, knowing well that his days of philosophical reflection were over, but he firmly committed himself to all the business of the bishop’s role for the next 35 years. 

· One of his most important books was on the Trinity which he completed over a 20 year period while bishop there and carried to conclusion the neo-platonic theories of divine emanation through Marius Victorinus’ anti-arian amendations to a Christian theological reflection of Love as the center of the Trinitarian divinity.

· In Hippo, a separatist group called the Donatists out-numbered the catholics.  
· They came from the period of the Great Persecution under Diocletian when martyrs and confessors split over the validity of lapsed priests.  
· When a bishop, Caecilian, was ordained who was suspected of having handed over scriptures to the authorities, many of those who suffered refused to fellowship with those who had compromised or lapsed in order to avoid persecution. 
· Instead, they elected Majorinus, whose successor Donatus, give his name and personalilty to the movement. 
· This schism was now into the third generation, and though they both worshipped in the same way and held the same beliefs, they did not recognize each other. 
· For years Augustine tried to dialogue with them and bring them back into communion. He attacked their schismatic Pharisaism, and saw in their refusal to reconcile a sin against Christ’s command to love.
· An underlying feature of the Donatist debate was the ethnic and cultural resistance among the native punic Dontatists against the foreign Roman Catholics. 

· Thus in many ways, their refusal to be catholic was their way of affirming their native Berber/Punic identity and being Christian without being Roman. 

· After long and patient debates with the Donatists, Augustine caved in to the idea of compulsion, accepting the Imperial edicts that closed Donatist Churches and forced them to become catholics. 

· Augustine’s success at winning over Donatists forced into his Church convinced him of the possible usefulness of compulsion, leading him to formulate his now infamous justification of religious persecution.  

· It never worked, and only further divided the Church in Africa, weakening it in the face of eventual Muslim conquest.

· In 410, Alaric invaded and sacked Rome, leaving many wondering about why God had allowed this tragedy to happen.

·  Augustine wrote his Civitate Dei in response to pagan affirmation that it was because Rome’s old gods had been abandoned. 

· In the Civitate, Augustine argued that the blame lay at the feet of Pagan Rome in a broad historical continuity with all empires throughout history who seek human ‘superbia’ instead of godly ‘humilitas’. 

· Thus, the world exhibits two human ‘states’ or ‘cities’, the one founded upon love of self, and earthly, and the other founded upon love of God, and therefore eternal.

3. The Pelagians

· Pelagius was a Briton, who came to Rome in the early late 4th and early 5th centuries where, as a monk, his popular preaching and moralilty won him a considerable following. 

· He too began to attack the Manichees and argued against their dualistic fatalism, affirming the importance of Free-will in human beings. 

· He cited Augustine’s own work ‘On Free Will’ which was also written against the Manichees, but he criticized Augustine for slipping back into some of his earlier fatalism with comments like “grant what you command, and command what you will.”

· Pelagius went on to affirm that man had the ability, and therefore responsibility, to keep God’s law.  

· At the heart of the debate, therefore, was a controversy about grace and free-will. 

· While Pelagius taught that man was culpable for his own sin, Augustine remarked that original sin had so contaminated mankind, that we were unable to do any good outside of God’s grace. 

· Pelagius’ works don’t survive, but Augustine argued against him by claiming:

1. All are born damned by original sin; children inherit their souls like their genetic make-up from their parents, and so inherit Adam’s original sin.

a. Pelagius rejected this, teaching that souls were individually created by God, and so good and capable of righteousness 

2. Thus, for Augustine, children dying unbaptized were damned.

a. Coelestius, a lesser light, but advocate of Pelagius, denied the efficacy of baptismal regeneration.

3. Thus, man is unable, by nature, corrupted as it is by sin, to fulfil the law.

4. Man is even unable to believe in God or turn to him without God’s grace first intervening.

5. Ultimately, this view taken to its logical conclusion supposes that God has predestined which individuals will be saved and which will be damned- which was something of a return to his earlier Manichee dualism.

· These views become the distinctive system known as Augustinianism, and the reason for his dominance and importance in Catholic as well as Reformed theology. 

· Pelagius was somewhat of a perfectionist, who viewed the Church as a community of the adult baptized, whereas Augustine saw the Church as a mix of sinners and saints who would only be separated at the final judgment (thus and invisible and visible church).

· Coelestius was the first Pelagian to be condemned by a Synod.  They rejected his view that Adam’s sin only injured himself (Thus, children were born in a pre-fall state), as well as his view that pedobaptism did not bring forgiveness. 

· He was forced into exile by the strong arm of the African church that forced both Emperor and Pope to condemn him. 

· Pelagius was excommunicated in 417 by Pope Innocent I, somewhat against his will, partly because the wide supported he had in Rome, Italy, Gaul, and Britain. 

· Pelagius’ banishment did not end the controversy, for an able thinker, Julius of Eclanum severely undermined Augustine’s defences by acusing him of lapsing into Manichean dualism in his negative of creation and by rejecting free-will. 

· Eventually, Julius too was banished, and the Pelagian view, aligned oddly with Nestorianism, was condemned at the council of Ephesus in 431. 

· Though Pelagius view of Humanity was over-optimistic, the victory of the Augustinian position ensured the continuance of pessimism about human nature. 

· Augustine died in 430 while the Vandal’s were besieging the city of Hippo, three months before they breached the walls and sacked the city. Augustine was 75 years old, yet refused to flee.  

· He took care of refugees, denied permission for the clergy to leave, preached to the crowds, and exhorted the depressed Imperial commanders to keep up the defences. 

·  News of his demise had not reached those organizing the Council of Ephesus in 431, and it was hoped his theological acumen and importance would solve some of the Christological problems that were being debated by Nestorius and Cyril of Alexandria.  

· Perhaps his insights would have helped, and the continuing animosity between Monophysites and Chalcedonians could have been averted, such as lingering differences of opinion from the ‘robber council’ of Ephesus in 449, and the Chalcedonian Definition of Faith in 451.   

· However, he was a victim of a new element that was impinging on Christianity and the culture of the Greco-Roman world that had nursed it from infancy to maturity.  

· Massive population shifts were occurring throughout the northern domains of Europe and Asia and the as the migratory Huns began pushing across the steepes of central asia forcing the Scythians and Sarmatians into the Slavic and Germanic populations of central and northern Europe further west into Roman domains.  

· These ‘barabarian invasions’ marked the beginning of a new culture that would shape the world for the next 2,000 years.

